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CONCERNING UNIFORM INTERNATIONAL 
FINANCIAL STATEMENTS.* 

By Habvey S. Chase, S. B., C. P. A., Boston, Mass., and Washington, 

D. C. 



Mr. Chairman and Members of the Associations: — In order 
to comply closely with the excellent rule of your managing 
committee which restricts the time allowed to each speaker 
at this discussion, I must present at once certain conclusions 
which I have reached upon the topic of this discussion and 
leave for another time the explanations of why and how I 
was led to these conclusions. 

The suggestion embodied in the title of this address came to 
me from Dr. S. N. D. North of the Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace and I have been permitted by Dr. North 
to see the correspondence with officials of the "International 
Statistical Institute," whose permanent headquarters are at 
The Hague and whose last international meeting was held at 
Vienna in August, 1913. This correspondence has in view a 
possible working cooperation between the Carnegie Endow- 
ment and a Committee of the International Statistical Insti- 
tute, or other eminent statisticians, for the purpose of de- 
veloping a plan for the compilation of uniform international 
financial statistics; in other words,- to establish what the .world 
has long needed, a basis for an international budget. 

The Institute officials, particularly Dr. Zahn of Munich, have 
been interested for years — even so far back as 1853 — in ques- 
tions relating to standard schedules for uniform financial 
statements by all nations. Much hard work and profound 
thinking has been done by Dr. Zahn and others upon pro 
forma drafts for such schedules. 

It is evident, however, to me, after some fifteen years' 
experience in establishing uniform financial statements for 
municipalities, for states, and for the national government, that 
these preliminary drafts have been somewhat too ambitious, 

* Remarks before the American Economic Association and the American Statistical Association at 
Princeton, N. J., December 30, 19H. 
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much too extended and detailed, for the immediate practical 
purpose. It seems to me that it is necessary, if results are 
to be attained which will justify the labor and expense involved, 
that attention should be concentrated at first upon relatively 
few, fundamental classifications, leaving others — even the 
finer details of these fundamental classes — to be worked out later 
in the natural course of development. By this I mean that 
if we wait for a perfect theoretical system to be devised, includ- 
ing all the detailed subdivisions necessary to embrace the 
requfrements for every nation, we will, owing to the magni- 
tude and the diversity of purposes, methods, and accounts 
of the various nations, postpone for years the beginning and 
final accomplishment of our desire, namely: to obtain com- 
parisons of governmental costs in those nations. 

_ On the contrary, if we are content to exhibit only large, 
fundamental functions in our first classification, we may reach 
important results almost immediately, and thereafter we may 
subdivide and reclassify these results according to the increase 
of. our knowledge of the facts and as the awakening interest of 
the statisticians of the nation will provide. 

This course was the one pursued in municipal affairs in this 
country. First, in 1899, one city — Newton, in Massachu- 
setts — adopted the socalled "Uniform Classification of Munici- 
pal Expenditures" which had been prepared by a committee 
of the National Municipal League. As soon as the annual 
report of that city was published and it became evident 
that even one city had adopted the classification, the latter 
took on a practical character. Other cities adopted it of their 
own motion or under supervision of the League's committee 
and within two years a whole state, Ohio, had applied it to 
all her cities, eighty in number. Then New York adopted 
it in somewhat improved form and Massachusetts followed, 
applying the uniform classification to all her cities and to all 
her towns so far as their annual reports to the Commonwealth 
were concerned. The United States Census, Division of 
Wealth, Debt and Taxation, took it up and soon there was 
developed workable and uniform classifications of municipal 
expenditures and revenues which were applicable to any and 
to all cities throughout the country. 
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Now, prior to the practical application in Newton, the Na- 
tional Municipal League had been debating the form of 
standard classification for some years without results, for the 
reason that no two people could agree, or can agree, upon 
all of the elements of any detailed classification. Some will 
favor one location and some another location for the same 
function or item. The disagreements are without end, the 
disputants seldom if ever reach a conclusion upon these 
theoretical details. For example, if we had not immediately 
tried out the classification at Newton, just as it was, in 1899, 
it is possible that the various contestants would be discussing 
yet, whether "Hospitals" should be associated with "Chari- 
table Institutions" or with "Conservation of Health" and 
whether "Cemeteries" should be classed as sanitary measures 
or as "Public Utilities." Therefore the important thing is 
to get the movement started in practice on a simple but funda- 
mental classification, which can be agreed upon promptly 
by a majority of those who have expert knowledge of the 
subject. 

What appeals to me concerning the present matter-in-hand 
is this : — That a committee of the Statistical Association or of 
the Economic Association or, better, of both combined, should 
be appointed. Not too large a committee, but one whose 
members can meet conveniently and regularly and thereby 
accomplish definite results within a relatively short time. 
This committee should adopt, after proper discussion, a pre- 
liminary classification of national functions with such subdi- 
visions as may be deemed practicable and then the new 
budget of the United States of America for 1915-16 should 
be drawn up by the committee and published in accordance 
with these classifications at the earliest possible moment — 
not a year or two hence but right off now, within two months 
or three at the outside. Then, the practicability of the classi- 
fication having been established through adjustments made 
during this experience, the published results should be spread 
broadcast in this country and abroad for criticism, suggestion, 
and imitation. The committee, also, should be authorized 
to consult and cooperate with foreign committees, which have 
been, or may be, appointed for the same purpose. 
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Now, what are the fundamental functions common to all, 
or nearly all, the nations? Evidently — we have the proof 
before us — "War," or "National Defense," is one of them; 
the most important single function of them apparently. 
What is another? Evidently national "indebtedness" is 
another; to wit:-debts, sinking funds, interest, all matters 
relating to national debts, funded or floating. Again, national 
"administration" is universal in some form. The legislative, 
executive, and judicial functions are everywhere present. 
They can be classified without serious difficulty; by this I 
mean the higher administration, the "overhead" costs of 
national government. 

So far we have mentioned three large, fundamental func- 
tions, national defense, national indebtedness, and national 
administration, each capable of simple subdivisions of uniform 
and standard character. With these three we shall have cov- 
ered much more than half, probably three quarters, or even 
more, of the total costs of each national government. We may 
well be satisfied with these three if it should prove imprac- 
ticable to advance further this year. I am convinced, how- 
ever, that we shall find that we can advance quite a little 
further almost immediately. For instance, there are the "pub- 
lic service" or "public utility" functions, such as railroads, 
telegraphs, telephones, mail service, and express service. 
Also there is forest service, and agriculture, as well as 
commerce, and various other functions which can be classi- 
fied, in big subdivisions at least, and which will be fairly 
comparable among the nations. Soon, however, we would 
get into serious difficulties and would be obliged to stop, for 
the present. 

"To stop" reminds me that my time is expiring and there- 
fore I desire to suggest to you the advisability of the appoint- 
ment of a joint committee, such as has been outlined, to 
consist of, say, six persons, one-half from each Association. 
This committee should be instructed to take hold immediately 
of our subject and prepare the fundamental classifications 
promptly. If such a committee does its work effectively, 
the results should be of great importance and the work should 
be a means of gratification to the members of both of your 
learned bodies in the future. 
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